THE VICTORIANS AND AFTER
It is the most violent change imaginable to turn from her cool atmosphere to the fervour of Swinburne, from her quietude to his rushing verse, to his renouncing of all renunciations, to his ciy for liberty, foi hbei linage, to the somewhat adolescent yelp for freedom which he retained to the end Nobody can suggest that his eroticism is symbolic, the complaint is, rather, that it is not very actual He was a strange phenomenon for that time, one to make puritanical flesh creep, and his acceptance, if not without some resistance, by the Victorians, is an illuminating guide to what was happening to the Victorian moral sense. It was the beginning (with Ouida's novels) of the breakdown of evangelical rigidity But that, of course, is not Swinburne's title to fame; nor is that why his contempoi ancs icad him, nor why he is read now His tnumph is that he cieated poems, objects of delight, almost solely by the gloiy ol the word, by the music which often is, literally, stunning He seemed, and seems, possessed by the instrument he played on, he was superbly intoxicated by it, and his drunkenness is infectious At first, howevei, he seems to have been more m control If from the beginning he juggled (using the expression in no belittling sense) with words and their sounds, and showed himself the most consummate wizard m prosody, one feels that in the iirst two scries of Poems and Ballads and m the ever-fresh Atalanla in Calydon^ he had had something to say, at once as a man and as an artist It is not so much that he immediately established himself as a * 'pagan'* poet (in the common acceptance of the epithet), as that as a man he stood for every kind of freedom, personal and political, fearing no liberty, haling all restraint, and as an artist for something less didactic than the public had become accustomed to* There is, no doubt, a good deal in Poems and Ballads which now vStnkcs us as false, poetically rather cheap, in the manner of*
Gould you hurt me, sweet lips, though I hurt you?
Men touch them, and change in a trice, The hhes and languors of virtue
For the raptures and roses of vice;
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